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The National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning is a new sectoral network established to enhance teaching and learning in Irish Higher Education through: 

Advocacy and leadership 
Connecting excellent practice 
Collaboration
Innovation and the mobilisation of expertise throughout the entire higher education system in Ireland
In addition, it aims to find efficient ways of maximising teaching and learning excellence by focusing the energy and expertise of the sector on specific, strategic enhancement themes – with a view to addressing challenges of collective importance to the sector. 
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The demand from students entering higher education
directly from second-level, however, will increase 
only marginally, while the bulk of the increased 
demand will come from late entrants, mature
students and international students and greater 
demand for postgraduate study. Of these 
categories, the largest proportionate increase 
will be among mature students.

Profile of our Future Students



National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030



A Technological University must have a combined 
minimum of 30% of ..‘lifelong learning’ students enrolled 
on professional focused courses and industry up-
skilling, including part-time, work-related courses, work-
study courses and/or mature learners (HEA, 2012c).



• 92% of those entering part-time, undergraduate 
courses are mature students (age 23 or 
older),compared to 15% of full-time entrants. 

• Similarly, 92% of entrants to Springboard 
courses in 2011-2012 were mature students.



‘By 2016, full equality of provision and 
support will have been achieved in higher 
education for all students, regardless of 
time, place or pace of study’.

Over Arching Recommendation:





• Research on adult students learning 
mathematics has given an ambiguous portrait 
of how adult students compare to traditional-
age student



Rodgers, identified seven characteristics that seem to be true for the majority 
of adult learners as follows:
• The student participants are adult by definition
• They are in a continuing process of growth, not at the start of a process
• They bring with them a package of experience and values
• They come to education with intentions
• They bring expectations about the learning process
• They have competing interests
• They already have their own set of patterns of learning (1996, p. 60)



• Adults tend to identify mathematics with arithmetic.
• Adults claim to be convinced of the importance of mathematics in our 

society.
• Many believe that there is an inherent natural ability for mathematics.
• The more school is the reference point the more the usefulness and the 

aim and object of mathematics are questioned.
• Adults relationship to maths in school particularly beyond elementary 

school has often been emotionally strained even that anxiety has become 
the dominant feeling.

(FitzSimons et al, 1996, p. 768)



Although adult learners tend to be highly 
motivated to learn they often lack self-
confidence in their ability to do so, and require 
continuing encouragement. 

Nordstrom, (1989).



• All adults use diverse mathematics in various 
different contexts in their lives, each adult 
forms individual opinions on mathematics 
according to their own experiences and devise 
techniques to solve their own everyday 
mathematics problems.

(Newman, 2000) 



John Dewey, How We Think (1933)



The largest proportion of mature new entrant 
respondents come from a Manual Skilled 
background, this contrasts with the non-mature 
respondents whose largest socio-economic 
group is Employers and Managers



PIAAC 2013
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Average numeracy scores are higher for those in certain occupational categories as is also the
case for literacy.Professionals (289) andLegislators, senior officials and managers (279) have
the highest mean scores8
, while Plant and machinery operators and assembly workers (247)
and those in Elementary occupations (240) have the lowest. At the top end of the numeracy
proficiency scale,Professionals were the most prominent group with 18.6% of them scoring at
Level 4/5 compared to 3.7% of those in Elementary occupations.



Level 3 item



Level 3 item



In the workplace and in everyday life, adults are using 
complicated mathematical ideas and techniques, but 
are seemingly unaware of their significance in 
mathematical terms. 
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Adults may underestimate their mathematical abilities because of the tendency to view the mathematics they can do as common sense 



Nurses and pilots use contextual anchors when 
solving problems. 

Hoyles and Noss, (1998) Coben & Hutton (2011) 
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As soon as the context is removed and the same mathematical problems are asked in an abstract way, difficulties are experienced in solving the problems. 



Where mathematics is situated in professional/vocational practice 
it should be taught, learned and assessed in relation to that 
practice, ……..the latter enables individuals to be exposed to the 
full range of problems associated with the use of mathematics in 
their professional practice, something which may be impossible to 
do safely, comprehensively and effectively in real world, real time 
contexts. 

(Coben & Hutton, 2011) 



In response to growing concern, since 
September 2008 nursing students in the UK must 
achieve 100% in a test of numerical competence 
in the practice setting before being allowed 
to register as nurses (NMC, 2007)



• Huge range of mathematics histories
• Often poor preparation for Third Level
• Other commitments and responsibilities
• Some adult hold the belief that they are incapable of ever 

understanding mathematics 
• Forgotten skills/Badly remembered basic skills



• Need to ensure preparation programmes (different levels?) can be 
accessed by all mature students 

• All mature students should be strongly encouraged to participate
• Don’t focus on the problem - focus on the person- but beware of 

developing ‘needy’ students
• Maths support should be contextualised to the student’s discipline to help 

them make meaning
• Maths support provision needs to be strategically developed to ensure the 

appropriate level of support is available for our growing cohort of mature 
students in the future
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While Sally’s past mathematics story is not fully revealed, there appeared to be gaps in her 
mathematics understanding from a relatively young age. Sally’s constraints were outside 
factors, which hindered her progress in her mathematics journey. In addition, working and 
travelling that much in a week would have contributed to her lack of success. She just did not 
have time to reflect on how to be successful at university and she often did not do tasks that 
were asked of her. The university culture appeared to be alien to her. She may have been aware 
of the possible future actions in front of her, but just was not able to address many of these. A 
possible reason for her relatively poor numeracy performance is that she was not able to 
consolidate on the things discussed in class and in the small group sessions. She came to an 
assignment and just did it to move on to the next piece of work. From her actions, (Figure 5) 
trying to move forward to a new goal (B), in a typical setting, she does not appear to be able to 
access the new tools of checking and taking care (area to the right labelled ‘missing’); and when 
she gets something wrong she will often revert to past, inaccurate memories (area to the left)
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• Adults Learning Mathematics Inside and 
Outside the Classroom‘

Please Visit www.alm-online.net/



• I am looking forward to discussing some of the 
issues I have raised with you later in the 
afternoon
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